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Chapter II:

An Oral History of Evelyn Harris' One-Room School Teaching Career

Evelyn Harris was a one-room school house teacher in the early to mid
twentieth century. During the years 1928 to 1956, Mrs. Harris spent time in five
separate one room schools in Jewell County, Kansas. Her experiences in these
schools provide a sharp contrast to the experiences children have today in the
"modem" learning environment. The physical structure of the schools, the
teacher's salary, and various responsibilities of both teachers and students were
much different from those of schools today. The purpose of education, however,
has not changed over the years. At the beginning of her teaching career in the late
l 920's, Mrs. Harris developed a written teaching philosophy which stated that her
responsibility in education was "to prepare a child for the major life tasks for the
space age world in which he will be living." Mrs. Harris was able to incorporate
this philosophy throughout her teaching career even though she taught as many as
twenty five students in eight grades in one room at a time without teachers' aides,
janitors, psychiatrists, computers, or even electricity and running water.
The design of every one-room school Mrs. Harris taught in was basically
the same. Each was a simple wood frame building with one large room and a
cloak room on the side where coats and lunches were kept. Each school was
furnished with a crockery water jar which had a spigot at the bottom. The luxury
of indoor plumbing was not evident in any of the schools. Two of the school
houses had platforms at the front which raised the teacher's desk higher, and also
served well when programs were being conducted. In all of the schools, the
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students' desks surrounded a large coal stove located in the middle ofthe room.
Each desk was designed to seat two students and desks were usually arranged in
rows. However, Mrs. Harris liked to experiment and remembered once putting the
desks in a circle. She also recalls that this was the only time a parent questioned
her teaching methods: a mother came to school to visit "and about fainted when
she saw the desks arranged differently from the traditional row design." None of
the school houses had clocks, and the walls were plain with the exception of
pictures of Presidents Lincoln and Washington. Lighting was provided by mother
nature, as all of the school buildings had ample windows. Sometimes the lighting
would be supplemented by kerosene lamps, and ifthere were evening programs,
the parents who could afford them would bring gasoline lanterns to assist with
the lighting.

The schools were all very small by today's standards, but provided

ample space for a healthy learning environment.
While the schools were all similar in general qualities, they were different in
some respects. The Windy Point school in Northern Jewell County, where Mrs.
Harris taught from 1928-1930, had no modem conveniences. During the years
1930-1932, she taught at Union #2, which was a new building. It was unique
among the other schools because it had both a basement and a furnace.
Interestingly, this school located south ofEsbon, Kansas was the most modem
school she worked in, but was only her second place of employment. Mrs. Harris
then began teaching at Union #1 in 1936. Also called South North Branch, this
school was a very small building with no water source. In addition to being the
smallest, it also housed the most students, with twenty five in attendance. From
1945-1948, she taught at Pleasanton District #3 7. This school was physically no
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different from the others, but was constructed halfway between two districts that
had consolidated. Mrs. Harris spent 1948-1956 teaching at her last one-room
school, Rose Hill. It was provided with electricity and a telephone in the late
1940's. Though the years Mrs. Harris spent teaching in one-room schools were
many, the physical and technological changes were few. Improvements in her
teaching style came mostly through her own ingenuity rather than additional
funding or technology.
When Evelyn Harris graduated from Esbon High School in 1927, she had
to use some of that ingenuity to secure her first teaching job. Well versed in
writing through a nonnal-training course, she wrote to various school boards
stating why she wanted to be a teacher. She also had to state in writing what she
expected her salary to be. She was then interviewed by the members of each
school's board of education. Each board consisted of three members, who were
usually "older" people. One of the school boards she worked for had a female
member, which was quite unusual for the times. In each job interview, the board
members questioned her extensively on countless topics. Job experience was a
high priority topic for the boards. They were leery of prospective teachers who
had no experience. Mrs. Harris felt that if a person could complete just one year
of teaching, a future educational career would be secured. She would also discuss
her salary with the board at the time of the interview. Mrs. Harris stated that she
was afraid of putting her salary too low, for fear that the board would "think that
she wasn't any good." Evelyn successfully completed the application and interview
process, securing her first teaching position at the Windy Point school in 1928 at
the age of seventeen.
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Mrs. Harris' salary changed dramatically throughout her teaching career,
but she and the Windy Point school board settled on $65 per month for her first
year. She felt this was quite adequate when compared to other salaries in the area,
one of which was only $37.50 per month. The second year at Windy Point, she
received a raise to $80 per month. For her first year of teaching at Union #2, it
increased to $100 per month. Her salary increased every year, and in her last year
of teaching in one-room schools, Evelyn was making $2900 per year, or $362.50
per month on an eight month pay scale.
Once the teacher and school board settled on a salary, a contract was
signed. However, Mrs. Harris' first contract was a verbal one. The teaching
contracts were for a year at a time, and tenure was not considered. At the end of
her first year, the school board announced that they needed to have a special
meeting with Evelyn. They sent the children home from school early, and required
Mrs. Harris' presence at the meeting. She remembers being quite nervous about it,
but they told her she was doing a very good job and wanted her to stay another
year. This set a precedent in Evelyn's teaching career, for she was sought
thereafter for her superior teaching skills.
Despite her excellent teaching record, she was forced to quit from the years
1937 to 1945 because she chose to marry and have a family. At the time, only
single women were allowed to teach. Evelyn stated that it was quite difficult to
choose between marriage and teaching, because she had wanted to be a teacher for
"as long as [she] could remember." In 1945, she was approached by Pleasanton
school district, who needed a teacher, married or not. She accepted and returned
to the educational setting once again.
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Although she had been out of teaching for eight years, the responsibilities
of a teacher in a one-room school house remained much the same. Mrs. Harris1
responsibilities included much more than just entering the classroom and teaching
the subjects each day. The first order ofthe day was to get to the school house,
which was by walking most of the time. Depending on the distance she lived from
the schooL this could take a considerable amount of time. She walked up to two
miles each way to school. In the evenings, many of the children would accompany
her on the walk home. Mrs. Harris felt that this was a very positive experience for
herself and the children because they had the opportunity to develop a friendship in
addition to their teacher/student relationship. Sometimes, she rode horseback and
at one of the later schools, she had a Model A Ford to drive, but the frequent
muddy roads made this type of travel difficult.
No matter what the mode of transportation, Mrs. Harris would arrive at the
school well ahead of the children, usually an hour or more. During cold months,
the first job was gathering coal and com cobs from the fuel house and starting a
fire. Students who arrived early would assist. She was also expected to bring in
water from the well, when a well was available. At the Union #1 school, she had
to bring water every day from her home, which she transported in eight gallon
cream cans. End of the day chores included pouring cleaner on the wood floors
and sweeping them.
Responsibilities at Union #2 were increased for Mrs. Harris because it was
a two teacher school. In addition to teaching grades five through eight, she was
chosen to be the principal. This job included keeping records and sending them to
the county superintendent. She also supervised the duties of the other teacher who
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taught grades one through four. The compensation for this job was $10 per month
added to her paycheck. This school board also hired an eighth grade boy for $10
per month to keep the furnace running and do custodial work around the school.
His job made Mrs. Harris' work much easier, because spreading the cleaner on the
wood floors and then sweeping it up each day after school was quite an extensive
chore.
These custodial duties, however, seemed to pale in the light of Mrs. Harris'
actual "teaching" responsibilities. Subjects taught at the one-room school houses
were reading, arithmetic, geography, health habits, agriculture, art, music, writing
and spelling. An added emphasis was placed on the latter two subjects. The
course of study and the textbooks were issued by the County Superintendent who
supervised the schools and controlled the curriculum. Each year, Mrs. Harris
attended a two week institute before school started where she would be given a
box containing the course of study for each subject being taught that year.
Because no money was furnished for supplies, Evelyn often went to town on
Saturday nights to purchase supplies and trinkets for her students. The county did
require each school to purchase a certain number of library books which could be
ordered from the Kansas State Reading Circle. The students could purchase their
textbooks at any local drug store in each of the counties. Tests were sent out by
the county and given bi-monthly. Evelyn furnished the County Superintendent

with test reports each month. At the end of eighth grade, and in some cases,
seventh grade, tests were given by the county to determine whether a student was
ready for graduation. Duplication of test scores and daily grades was done by the
use of carbon paper or an early form of copying material called a hectograph. This

was a gelatin-type substance which was poured into a pan, and by using a special
hectograph pen or pencil, several copies could be made.
To prepare her students for graduation, Mrs. Harris kept them to a specific
daily schedule throughout the school year. The school day began at 9:00 AM. for
the children, and ended at 4:00 P.M. The first order of the day was to have the
"expected" opening exercises. This was the time when the children would share
experiences so they wouldn't have to whisper about them later when they were
doing their studies. They would also do some singing. Evelyn posted the daily
schedule on the blackboard for everyone to see, including any parents or the
County Superintendent, who was known to drop by unannounced to observe the
activities of the school. After lunch was over, Mrs. Harris usually read to the
children. She noted that this was a favorite time for the students because they all
loved to be read to, no matter what their ages. There was no clock in the building,
so times were approximate, but everything was accomplished quite nicely.
The first year of teaching at Windy Point Mrs. Harris was detennined to
get through every subject every day with every child. She quickly realized that this
was not the best way to do things, and that she often had to give more emphasis to
one subject, rather than equal time to all. She did not teach the whole group of
students at one time, as there were up to eight separate grade levels in the room.
However, when lessons were presented to the older children, the younger students
"always listened," and sometimes knew "everything there was to know about the
next grade" before they reached it. There were no specialized classes or teachers'
aides as we know them today, but a true cooperative spirit of learning was present,
for the older students often assisted the younger ones with their studies. The daily
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program was a schedule set up for Mrs. Harris' teaching time with individual grade
levels, but the school day for the children was a mixture of 11teacher11 time, personal
learning time, and added tutoring time offered by older students.
Two parts of Evelyn's daily schedule were art and music. When teaching at
the Rose Hill school, Evelyn hired Nettie Brown, a neighbor who was talented in
music, to help the children with the subject. Mrs. Harris paid Mrs. Brown out of
her own pocket because there were no school funds allocated for anything other
than a single teacher. Music was enjoyed by all, and Mrs. Harris recalls that one

year the rhythm band received the honor of playing for the eighth grade graduation
exercises in Mankato, the county seat of Jewell county. Mrs. Harris was also
proud of the art work that the students created. They used orange crates and
cheese boxes to do carpentry projects which included shelves, doorstops and
footstools. One Christmas, each student made a shoe shine box, an extensive
carpentry project. They also made pottery, using native clay. She would order
plaster of paris from school supply houses, and with these materials the children
made molds of coyote tracks, their own hands, and pictures to put on the walls.
Mrs. Harris' daily program was followed exactly until Friday. On Friday's
the last period of the day was devoted to geography matches, spelling contests,
and ciphering matches. Evelyn organized these contests, which took place among
the students in each school. All of the students competed against each other
providing wonderful challenges for all ages. .
Recess time was a favorite time of day for the children as it is today.
Organized games were very popular, with everyone participating in hide and go
seek, red rover, and anything else that the teacher could come up with. Mrs.
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Harris taught as few as seven, and as many as twenty five students at a time. She
thought that having more children made the recess games much more enjoyable.
In two of the schools there were enough boys to form basketball teams, and a

father in the neighborhood volunteered to come and help them. The boys would
be excused from regular recess to practice basketball. Organized fun times and
athletic events were also held among schools in each township, and were an
important part of the children's education. Recess was fifteen minutes in the
morning and fifteen minutes in the afternoon, with an hour being taken for noon.
Lunch time was a special occasion for the students. Children brought their
lunches in half gallon syrup pails or in grape baskets. The lunches ranged from
very elaborate to nothing at all. Some children brought fried chicken, cookies and
other delectable items that their mothers would make, while others had only a cold
biscuit and a piece of fried pork belly. Once in awhile, Mrs. Harris would notice
that the children who had excess in their lunches would share, but she noted that
the ones who were poor tried hard to shield their limited lunch resources from the
others. They were very proud and did not want anyone giving them a handout.
Lunch time was at noon, but it was not unusual to see a child getting into his or
her lunch for a snack at morning recess.

Lunch was eaten as a group in some

shaded spot outside the school building. If a child had a birthday, a great deal was
made of it, and homemade ice cream would usually be served on top of the regular
lunches. Ice cream was also made as a treat after a snowstorm or hailstorm had
passed since the natural resources required for this delicacy had appeared.
Field trips were a real treat for the children. Mrs. Harris would load ten or
more children into her own car, and would have a parent help if she needed more
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room. They would go to town to the library, or as far away as Hastings,
Nebraska, some sixty miles, to tour the airport. They also went to Guide Rock,
Nebraska, where they would board the train for a trip to the nearby town of
Superior, Nebraska. Superior had a cement plant, fire station, pop factory, jail,
and a movie theater. The Chamber of Commerce would take the students on tours
and treat them to a movie.
The school year began on the first Monday in September and lasted until
the end of April. The length of the school year was determined by the state and
was set at eight months since most families were involved in agriculture and April
signaled the beginning of planting season. The only vacation time was one week at
Christmas, but other holidays were recognized and celebrated with parties both
during the school day and at night.
It was expected that a Christmas program be held each year. Other
programs were held to make money for the school since there was no budget.
Mrs. Harris organized box suppers which were quite successful money makers.
Recitations, dialogues, singing and plays were the common forms of entertainment
at the programs. Parents were especially fond of dialogues. Mrs. Harris
remembered one year when school began under less than desirable physical
conditions. The building they were in was in need of much repair. Wallpaper was
falling off the walls, and the floors were not clean. The board of education had
stated that school would begin in another building because they were combining
two schools, but the year began without the move taking place. Mrs. Harris put
together a plan with the children to have a Halloween party which would involve
the parents, getting the building fixed at the same time. The students made
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creative invitations and took them home. The day after the invitations were sent a
professional paper hanger showed up at the school and wallpapered while school
was going on. After school was out for the day, a group of mothers came and
helped scrub and clean the building . The party was so successful that the
community determined it should be an on going event and kept it up for the next
eight years.
Rules and regulations for the students were played by ear. She tried to
adjust to the circumstances as they arose. One of the most important rules was
"Do not waste water." The children did have to put up their hands to speak.
They had certain signals that the teacher would recognize such as putting up one
finger when they had to go out to the bathroom, but the words were not spoken.
If a student misbehaved, usually a heart to heart talk apart from the others was the
only action necessary. Sometimes a student would have to stay after school, but
this was also hard on the teacher and was not used very often. Once, at the Rose
Hill school, a few ofthe boys were caught in the horse barn daring each other to
suck eggs that had been left by the neighbor's chickens. No punishment was
necessary since the taste of a raw egg was enough to insure it to not happen again.

If needed, a little switching was given. Mrs. Harris remembered one incident in
which a boy lied to her. She made the child go out and cut his own switch from a
tree, and she told him to get a pretty good sized one or she would get one herself if
he brought back one that was too small. She said he never lied to her again after
that, although he did put a snake in her drawer on the last day of school!
The children who attended the one-room schools were from varied
backgrounds. Mrs. Harris recalled one family with five children, who were
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extremely poor. They also did not care whether the children were clean. At the
other extreme were families who were very scrupulous in the way they dressed
their children. She could tell that they took daily baths because they always
smelled so good. Most families were very eager for their children to attend
school. They would spend a great deal of time visiting during the spring semester
before their children started school in the fall.
In the one-room schools, no provision was made for professional leave or
sick leave. Mrs. Harris did not remember ever getting sick or having to leave the
school for any reason, with the exception of the time when her own son had the
measles. She remembered leaving an older student in charge over the noon hour
while she went home to check on her son. Also, none of the children were ever
sick enough to have to leave school.
Mrs. Harris stated in her philosophy that a teacher should "focus on a
child's strengths and assets rather than his weaknesses and limitations." She felt
that her philosophy, rather than changing, only strengthened over the years. Her
commitment to teaching, even when not feeling well, and many times in less than
desirable circumstances, was evident throughout her career. Carl Westin,
Superintendent of Public Instruction, Mankato, Kansas, once wrote that Mrs.
Harris always gave her pupils quality education, and her organization and subject
matter presentation were of the highest type. She asked the best of her students
and of herself. Her love of education and teaching is still alive today.

